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REPORT 


OF 


THE  SPECIAL  COMMITTEE 


UN 


OYSTERS    AKD    FISH 


R  E  P  0  K  T 


The  Special  Committee  on  so  much  of  the  Governor's  mes- 
sage as  related  to  Oysters,  having  had  the  subject  under  con- 
sideration and  after  due  reflection  beg  leave  to  submit  the  fol- 
lowing report : 

The  growth  and  value  of  the  oyster  trade  to  the  people  of 
Maryland  has  received  at  their  hands  full  examination,  and 
the  system  of  legislation  which  has  prevailed  in  this  State,  re- 
specting the  catching  of  oysters  seem  to  them  to  demand 
some  modification. 

In  old  times  when  the  trade  in  oysters  was  confined  to  our 
own  State  and  the  supply  by  ordinary  mode  of  rake  and  tongs 
was  equal  to  the  demand,  our  people  justly  presumed  that  a 
departure  from  the  old  system,  was  an  innovation  not  required 
or  justified  by  the  wants  of  the  community.  For  this  reason^ 
a  strong  prejudice  existed  against  any  mode  of  taking  oysters 
different  from  the  slow  and  laborious  process  of  catching  with 
tongs  or  rakes.  The  same  prejudice  prevailed  against  sewing 
machines,  because  it  deprived,  as  was  supposed,  the  poor  old 
woman  of  her  livelihood  with  the  needle;  against  steam-press- 
es and  other  labor  saving  machines.  But  the  increasing  de- 
mands of  trade  have  shown  the  necessity  of  these  improve- 
ments, and  that  they  do  not  conflict  with  the  rights  of  those 
pursuing  the  more  tardy  processes.  So  of  the  taking  of  oys- 
ters, that  trade  is  not  confined  to  the  consumption  in  this 
State  as  in  olden  times,  but  now  the  oyster  packing  has  be- 
come a  steadily  growing  branch  of  trade,  supplying  millions 
of  gallons  of  oysters  to  the  far  west.  T^is  trade  has,  in  the 
last  few   years,  given  employment  and  support  to  many  fami- 


lies  ;  at  this  time  there  are  some  2,500  to  2,800  persons  em- 
ployed in  packing  oysters  in  Baltimore  city  alone. 

The  number  of  tinners  employed  in  making  cans  is  estima- 
ted at  200  and  upwards.  The  oysters  are  brought  to  Balti- 
more in  vessels,  varying  from  30  to  150  tons,  and  from  the 
quantity  of  oysters  required  and  brought  to  the  city,  it  is  be- 
lieved that  a  considerable  number  are  vessels  from  other  States. 
It  is  impossible  that  this  business  which  has  a  million  of  dol- 
lars now  invested  in  it,  can  be  conducted  and  the  demand 
supplied  by  the  slow  process  of  taking  oysters  by  tongs,  and 
although  laws  are  now  in  existance  against  catching  oysters 
with  scoops  or  drags,  it  is  believed  that  a  large  number  of 
vessels  have  been  engaged  in  that  violation  of  law. 

The  committee  have  therefore  examined  the  subject  with  a 
view  to  discover  whether  oysters  are  injured  by  the  use  of 
drags,  or  whether  oyster  beds  are  destroyed  b}^  such  means. 
But  from  all  they  can  gather  upon  the  subject  they  are  satis- 
fied that  oyster  beds  so  dragged  are  not  damaged,  but  im- 
proved thereby  and  that  the  prejudice  on  this  subject  is  a  re- 
lic of  a  less  enlightened  age,  and  should  be  dispelled,andthat 
instead  of  non-residents  violating  the  laws  of  this  State,  by 
dregging  and  carrying  away  the  oysters  and  giving  nothing 
to  the  State  in  return,  that  a  handsome  income  could  be  had 
by  proper  license  laws,  to  protect  our  own  citizens  and  to  fur- 
nish means  to  secure  them  against  infractions  of  the  law. 
The  Governor  of  Maryland  in  his  last  annual  message  speaks 
of  the  subject  in  this  wise  : 

'^  The  people  of  the  counties  upon  the  bay  have  had  great 
reason  to  complain  of  the  infringement  of  their  rights,  and 
invasions  of  their  property,  by  adventurers  from  other  States, 
who  openly  violate  the  statutes,  which  protect  the  privileges 
of  our  citizens,  in  the  waters  and  tributaries  of  the  Chesa- 
peake. The  fisheries  have  always  been  important ;  and  as  a 
great  portion  of  the  labor  of  securing  and  curing  fish  had  to 
be  done  on  the  shore,  rights  there  were  early  settled,  and  are 
rarely  now  disturbed.  But  the  trade  in  oysters  is  one  which 
is  comparatively  recent ;  and  which  has,  since  the  means  of 
rapid  conveyance  to  the  West  are  perfected,  grown  to  an  ex- 
tent and  importance,  hardly  credible  to  those  who  have  not 
seen  the  proofs.  Large  numbers  of  families  now  depend  upon 
it,  and  the  successful  prosecution  of  this  traffic  has  opened  a 
new  source  of  wealth  and  employment  to  whole  communities. 

''The  General  Assembly  has,  at  various  times,  passed  laws 
prohibiting  the  use  of  improper  instruments  and  modes  of 
taking  them,  by  which  as  many  more  are  destroyed  in  the 
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beds,  and  has  inhibited,  under  severe  penalties,  of  confisca- 
tion of  the  offending  boats,  tlie  taking  of  oysters  within  the 
waters  under  Maryland  jurisdiction,  by  non-residents  and 
persons  not  thereto  licensed  or  authorised.  The  validity  of 
these  enactments  has  been  upheld  by  the  Supreme  Court  of 
the  United  (States,  (18  Howard  Kep.,)  which  has  declared  the 
competency  of  the  {State  authority  in  this  matter.  But  these 
enactments  fail  to  render  the  protection  needed  for  this  inter- 
est, by  reason  of  the  easy  escape  of  offending  vessels,  and  the 
difficulty  of  detection.  The  few  captures  that  have  been  made, 
have  been  secured  by  the  sudden  appearance  of  an  officer,  on 
board  a  steam-vessel,  which  cut  off  the  hopes  of  escape  ; 
and  this  has  suggested  to  me,  that  a  most  efficient  and  com- 
plete protection  to  our  citizens  and  their  rights,  could  be  given 
by  the  purchase  or  building  of  a  small  steamboat,  fitted  for 
this  service  ;  which,  manned  by  proper  officers,  could  be  al- 
ways on  the  alert,  and  would  soon  clear  our  waters  of  these 
marauding  intruders.  The  expense  of  this  would  be  far  more 
than  trebly  reimbursed  to  the  State,  immediately  and  directly, 
by  the  imposition  of  a  trivial  tax,  or  duty,  upon  the  State 
license  to  take  oysters  within  named  limits,  which  would  be 
issued  only  to  residents  ;  and,  without  which,  any  person  or 
boat  found  so  engaged  would  be  liable  to  the  penalties  now 
imposed.  Some  small  tax,  as  for  instance  of  a  few  mills  per 
bushel,  would  be  gladly  paid  in  return  for  such  exclusive  pri- 
vilege and  protection  ;  and  there  can  be  no  just  reason  why  a 
fund  thus  raised,  should  not  be  devoted,  as  in  the  case  of  the 
Tobacco  Fund,  to  the  upholding  so  important  an  interest." 

It  has  occurred  to  the  committee  that  this  object  could  be 
better  accomplished  by  granting  license  to  our  own  citizens  to 
use  scoops  or  drags  in  taking  oysters  on  the  Chesapeake  bay, 
only  in  twenty  feet  water  and  not  less,  and  punishing,  with 
fine  and  confiscation  of  boats,  the  fishing  with  such  instru- 
ments in  any  other  waters,  or  more  shallow  water  of  the  bay, 
and  between  June  1st  and  September  1st.  A  tax  of  one  dollar 
and  fifty  cents  per  ton,  or  thereabouts,  on  each  vessel,  would 
yield  a  large  annual  revenue  :  and  out  of  this,  a  steamer 
could  be  built  or  purchased,  and  kept  in  constant  readiness  for 
use  in  the  arrest  and  detention  of  violators  of  this  law.  Such 
a  boat  might  be  used  in  carrying  the  mail  from  Annapolis  to 
Broad  Creek,  and  receive  from  the  United  States  for  the  ser- 
vice   dollars,  towards  its  support  and  maintenance.    -It 

would  be  constantly  plying  back  and  forth  across  the  bay, 
alike  a  terror  to  the  violators  of  the  law  and  an  accommodation 
to  travellers  from  the  seat  of  government  to  the  Eastern  shore. 
This  boat  could  be  built  for  about  ten  thousand  dollars,  under 
the  supervision  <^f  a  committee  of  both  Houses,  or  the  Grover- 
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nor,  and  could  be  manned  by  a  captain  and  crew,  whose  sala- 
ries would  not  exceed  two  thousand  and  fifty  dollars — say  : 

Captain |700  per  annum. 

Engineer 600    "       " 

Assistant  Engineer 300    '•'       " 

Three  hands 450    "       " 


$2,050 

With  these  views,  and  believing  them  to  constitute  the  true 
policy  of  the  State  upon  this  subject,  the  committee  have  em- 
bodied them  in  a  bill  which  is  respectfully  submitted  with 
this  report. 

R.  L.  SETH,  Chairman. 


JULY      75 


J^^     N.  MANCHESTER, 
^^"-^  INDIANA 
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